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THE FINAL GIRL 


SHE’S THE GIRL IN THE SLASHER FLICK WHO NEVER LETS HER BRUNETTE HAIR 


LORE, 


SHE DESERVES TO LIVE, AND THOUGH SHE MAY WITNESS SOME HORRENDOUS 
HAPPENINGS, SHE WILL SURVIVE BECAUSE SHE IS THE ‘FINAL GIRL’ 


By the Nineties, even the would-be victims 
of horror movies had sussed out the rules of 
survival, In the self-aware scare flick Scream, 
Randy stood up in front of his alcohol-guzzling 
friends and told them how to dodge death, 
Number one: you can never have sex; number 
two: never drink or do drugs (this is an 
extension of the ‘sin factor’ in rule one); and 
number three: never under any circumstances 
say you'll be right back, because you won’t be. 
The final girl does none of these things, and hence 
boasts the longest life expectancy of all her pals. She’s 
the bookish, virginal one of the group who's more 
noticeable for her IQ points than her sexuality. Scream 
also helpfully demonstrates the complete opposite to 
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the final girl, who could be dubbed ‘the first girl’ in 
that she will usually be offed within the film's opening 
act. Tatum Riley (Rose McGowan pre- Charmed) didn't 
stand a chance with her inflatable breasts, lack of bra 
and fair hair. Unsurprisingly, Riley met a grisly end 
when she couldn't force her womanly curves through 
a hole in the garage door, and it was her friend Sidney 
(Neve Campbell), the conservative brunette, who lived 
to fight another movie (and another two after that). 
Almost every horror movie post 1974's Sally Hardesty 
(Marilyn Burns) in The Texas Chain Saw Massacre 
included the final girl, a mascot for a successful movie. 
“Why is there a final girl?” wonders John Carl 
Beuchler, director of Friday The 13th: The New 
Blood. "| think, at the risk of becoming somewhat 


chauvinistic, but speaking purely in terms of 
archetypes and dramatic structure, there are two 
things which motivate people to look, and that is 

a child in trouble - a high pitch screaming voice is 
terrifying — and the next thing purely from a male 
perspective is a woman screaming. If | hear a guy 
screaming, | say ‘grow up,’ but if | hear a woman 
screaming then l'm motivated fo run and try and 
help her.” Horror arguably lends itself to academic 
study less than other genres, but the subject of the 
final girl throws a hook into the subject and drogs it 
kicking and screaming through essays and books. 
Carol Clover gave the term a name in Men, Women, 
And Chainsaws: Gender In The Modern Horror Film, 
which calls into question the purpose of this plot pawn. 
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Psychos Lila Crane (Vera Miles) 


She suggests that the final girl exists so that the (mostly 
male) audience will side with the killer for the first half 
of the movie, and then switch allegiances to the final 
girl by the end. Clover believes that the male viewer 
will eventually see themselves as the final girl, rooting 
for her survival. However, actor Corey Feldman (The 
Lost Boys/Friday The 13th: The Final Chapter) believes 
the reasons are more superficial. “The bottom line is 
that you don’t want to see a guy running around with a 
wet T-shirt all day,” he says, “but to see a girl: ‘hey, her 
T-shirt was just wet she’s got to live’. She never took her 
clothes off but she had a wet t-shirt. Keep her alive.” 

The final girl is more than just a gratuitous bit of 
boob, though; she often relies on her brains rather 
than her body to get out of tricky situations, Toke Laurie 
Strode (Jamie Lee Curtis) in the original Halloween, 
who set the bar for the final girls that followed. 
Likeable and relatable, opting to baby-sit rather than 
go and party on 31 October, Laurie is brave enough 
to battle the masked Michael Myers with anything to 
hand, including a knitting needle and his own knife. 
Despite being saved by a man at the end, she puts up 
a convincing fight. We spoke to actress Danielle Harris, 
who has faced off against Michael Myers four times in 
two guises; first in 1988's Halloween 4: The Return Of 
Michael Myers and 1989's Halloween 5, and later in 
Rob Zombie's 2007 Halloween remake and its sequel, 
2009's Halloween II, as well as making it to the end of 
Hatchet Il intact. “It can be empowering when you're 
cast as the final girl,” she says. “There is something 
reolly incredible about sitting there in the audience and 
hearing them cheer you as your character kicks some 
ass and comes out alive.” 

This character is the one who really gets put through 
the emotional and physical wringer — it could almost 
be said that the ones who are slaughtered quickly have 
it easier. Almost. The final girl sees the disfigured and 
bloodied bodies of her loved ones, and must run, run, 
run to survival, sometimes suffering sprained ankles 


and other more serious wounds. Her lung capacity 
and inner strength sustains her until she’s either 
rescued or ready to take on the killer herself. “It is not 
called the final girl for nothing,” says Patrick Lussier, 
director of My Bloody Valentine 3D. “It is not the final 
guy. It is this young woman, coming of age, usually in 
some form whether she is late teens or early 20s, who 
has to face the attack of usually and always 100 per 
cent a man and trying to kill her, killing her friends and 
killing everything around her. And she has to face that. 
So it's interesting that people say ‘Oh, these movies 
are sexist or this or that’ when ultimately they are 
actually about female empowerment in a lot of ways.” 
However, this is a hotly contested issue among 
feminists and thinkers, with some saying that for the 
woman to survive she has to be pretty masculine 
to begin with. She sometimes has a shorter haircut 
and a unisex name like Sidney, Teddy or Ripley, but 


A Nightmare On Elm Street wasn’t exactly subtle in its symbolism. 


The Halloween franchise's Laurie Strode (Jamie Lee Curtis) has been one of the most enduring final girls. 
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the latter is a whole other debate. Does Aliens really 
count as horror when the sci-fi elements are at the 
fore? After all, there’s an absence of the other typical 
characters found in horror movies that would clash 
with the traits of Sigourney Weaver's warrant officer- 
turned-alien ass-kicker. No one could argue that she 
wasn't a strong heroine, though, which is the mark of 
changing times. “You know, I’ve heard a lot of people 
say there is just something more primal about seeing 
a female in peril,” says Jeffrey Reddick, creator of the 
Final Destination series, “| think a lot of the old slasher 
films used to exploit women. They would always have 
them running around with their tops drenched, half 
naked and cowering, and a lot of the time they would 
still have the man jump up and save them at the end. 
Over the years we've seen female characters get 
stronger and stronger.” Incidentally, the survivor in his 
movie, Clear Rivers (Ali Larter), succumbed to the 
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X= trend of out-living one movie but falling victim in the sequel when, 
perhaps coincidentally, she had dyed her hair from brown to 
blonde in Final Destination 2. 

Of course, the hair colour issue was turned on its shiny, 
voluminous head in Joss Whedon's Buffy The Vampire Slayer. 
The titular heroine should have been the first girl rather than the 
final thanks to her good looks and blonde locks, but she was 
the antithesis to the helpless girl in the alley. It’s odd then, that 
actress Sarah Michelle Gellar went on to star in that exact same 
role in | Know What You Did Last Summer, seeming like a sort 
of polar parallel universe episode of Buffy, Now, Whedon has 
teamed up with Drew Goddard and taken on the rest of the 
tropes and conventions of horror in the film The Cabin In The 
Woods (reviewed in this issue). Encouragingly, it seems like other 
directors are singing the same tune when it comes to the final 
girl and female empowerment. "This could be a controversial 
statement, but | just think that women are better than men,” says 
Hatchet director Adam Green. “In my mind, whenever | picture 
God, | always did picture a woman. There's something about the 
motherly aspect, and | think part of the joy of any good horror film 
is watching the weak victim find this inner strength and stand up 
for themselves.” © 


More recent films have parodied genre tropes like the last girl, 


